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Introduction
Many recent Hollywood films are culturally and ethnically diverse, frequently featuring 
actors and actresses whose careers began outside Hollywood. It has been observed that a 
critical examination of the role and portrayal of Asian masculinity and femininity in Hollywood 
films demonstrates several interesting and problematic phenomena at the intersection of 
ethnicity and gender. An examination of the films, roles, and actors involved yields a greater 
understanding of how Hollywood (and other Western countries) sees and constructs Asians for 
its audience. The methodology followed in this article is the analysis of older and more recent 
US films, applying two postcolonial theories. 
The US is a multicultural country and its media have a long history of portrayals of 
Orientals, often by non-Asian actors or actresses. Sadly, still today, Asian actors and actresses 
in film still suffer from stereotyping that limits the kinds of roles they play as well as the 
things their characters can and cannot do within a film’s narrative. For example, the depiction 
of Asian males is always asexual, even when the character and actor are shown to have 
considerable physical prowess, which has long been a film symbol of masculinity. On the other 
hand, Asian women are sexualised with exotic elements. These restrictions are not applied to 
Western actors or actresses. This essay will analyze the pervasive and seemingly obligatory 
de-sexualisation and de-masculinisation of Asian males in Hollywood films while Asian women 
are depicted as fantasy sexual objects.  
Before moving on to the main text, I will discuss the construction and maintenance 
of these stereotyping images by using Homi Bhabha’s (1992) research on stereotypes to 
understand this tendency, which is grounded in the perspective of postcolonial studies. 
In addition, the study will touch upon. Edward Said’s Orientalism  to reveal how the US 
film industry demonstrates the otherness of Asians in its films. Finally, I will focus on how 
Hollywood constructs stereotypical images of Asians in its films.
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 1.1) Stereotypes
Homhi Bhabha and Edward Said are two important authors in the field of post-colonial 
studies. Their ideas have helped us understand how power is created, used, and maintained in 
Western countries. A Postcolonial studies perspective is also useful in examining relationships 
between countries and cultures that had or have no colonial relationship. 
 Bhabha (1992) shows the idea of stereotyping to be a powerful social phenomenon 
that affects the object as well as the creator of the stereotype. Stereotypes are created and 
communicated through language or signs; stereotyping is semiotic. Signs and language are the 
tools we use to construct our social reality, and stereotypes are unfortunately part of the way 
we create and communicate ‘reality.’ This is part of what Bhabha claims to be a feature of 
modern societies that try to maintain social order by defining certain groups as ‘Others.’ 
Stereotyping is, therefore, a form of social control achieved through the use of social power.  
Stereotyping is an ideological action. An ideology is the collection of ideas, assumptions, 
and beliefs that help bind a society together. It is a form of mass consciousness that tries to 
create a common understanding of the world. People often consider the ‘Others’ using an ‘us 
and them’ dialectic. By defining Others as ‘them,’ ideology tries to strengthen the definition 
of ‘us’. However, as Bhabha explains, the production of the Other is a paradox. Stereotyping 
relies on essentialism, in which the Other is different because of what, rather than who, s/he is. 
The Other cannot change because if they change, they are no longer the 
Other. Bhabha calls this ‘unchanging order and rigidity.’ The problem with this kind of 
portrayal is that it requires constant repetition over time to maintain the stereotype. This is 
how clichés are created as well as ‘proclaimed.’  
According to Bhabha (1992), this repetition, which is how the stereotype is 
communicated and maintained, is also its weakness. An actual truth does not need to be 
constantly re-stated and reinforced.  It is simply accepted as truth. Stereotypes, however, are 
in constant need of re-statement. In this way, their ‘truth’ is shown to be not true at all. It is 
based on lies repeated frequently as a means of gaining acceptance as truth. Thus, stereotypes 
do not prove a fixed, essential reality of the Other. Instead, they prove the opposite. 
This contradiction is what Bhabha calls ‘ambivalence.’ By using this term, he is 
attempting to redefine stereotyping and the way we understand it. In the past, stereotypes 
were understood as either positive (such as Asians being good at math) or negative (Asian 
people are inherently criminal). Bhabha seeks to change that idea, to see stereotyping instead 
as a form of social coercion, through which people are encouraged or forced to submit to social 
rules. He calls this ‘subjectification.’ ‘Subjectification’ is partially achieved through what he 
refers to as ‘productive ambivalence.’ In attempts to characterize or define the Other, the 
most common and powerful component of stereotypes is difference. By producing difference, 
stereotypes construct the Other. These differences can be racial, sexual, political or cultural. 
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Difference can be a neutral idea; two things can be thought of as different from each 
other without being judged against each other. However, stereotyping inherently involves 
making such judgments. Stereotyping serves the ideological purpose of creating or maintaining 
hierarchies of race, culture, and many other things.  In history, the production of difference to 
enforce racial and cultural hierarchy was an important part of colonial discourse. The colonizer 
used language and signifiers of difference to rationalize colonization and the treatment of 
colonized peoples. The colonizers’ understanding of the colonized was based on a social reality 
created through signification.  
Nonetheless this production of difference, while powerful, is not stable; it has some 
inherent contradictions. Stereotype discourse depends on both recognition and rejection of 
racial, historical, and cultural differences. The colonizer must produce the Other as different, 
but also as being connected to the colonizer. This connection is also an unequal one, with the 
colonizer holding power over the colonized. The colonized is “entirely knowable and visible” 
(Bhabha, 1997:71), which means that the Other is not actually different: if they were truly 
different, they would be unknown. For the colonizer, knowledge equals the power to control. So 
the Other is only different enough to be marked as Other, but not so different that s/he cannot 
be known or controlled. In this way, ‘knowledge’ is a form of power. 
1.2) Orientalism
Bhabha (1992) uses the term ‘regime of truth’ to describe the way in which the 
colonizer learns about the Other not for intellectual reasons but for reasons of control. 
Whatever the colonizer ‘learns’ about the Other is used to control the Other. Bhabha draws a 
parallel to one of Edward Said’s core ideas of Orientalism; that it is a strategy used to control 
the Other by an intentional use of knowledge and information to construct an identity for the 
other that makes the Other easier to understand and therefore control. 
Orientalism is a system of thought which distinguishes the colonizer (the Occidentals) 
from the colonized (the Orientals) and their culture. Even though the colonial era is over, 
hierarchical relationship between them persists. As Said (1978) notes, “Orientalism is a style of 
thought based upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ 
and(most of the time) ‘the Occident.’ ”(Said, 1978:2)
Orientalism is the Western domination and restructuring of the Orient (Said, 1978: 3). 
Said strongly asserts that the stereotype of the Orient and the Oriental is created by external 
forces; they do not exist in reality. The Orient is an abstraction which the Occident imagines 
without any specific knowledge. This misinformed idea is represented in the figure of the Other 
in media, and can be regarded as a consequence of Orientalism:  
To believe that the Orient was created - or, as I call it, ‘Orientalized’- and to 
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believe that such things happen simply as a necessity of the imagination, is to 
be disingenuous. The relationship between Occident and Orient is a relationship 
of power, of domination, of varying degrees of a complex hegemony […] The 
Orient was Orientalized not only because it was discovered to be ‘Oriental’ 
in all those ways considered commonplace by an average nineteenth-century 
European, but also because it could be- that is, submitted to being - made 
Oriental” (5-6). 
Bhabha develops the concept of ambivalence through a combination of psychoanalytical 
and semiotic concepts, a strategy often used by postcolonial and poststructural thinkers. One of 
the most important of these is the inherent tension between the 
‘knower’ and the ‘known.’ However, the ‘knowledge’ created and used to control the Other 
is not only a source of power. Stereotypical discourse contains both negative and positive 
ideas about the Other. S/he is the object of fear and fascination, or what Bhabha calls “phobia 
and fetish” (Bhabha, 1994: 72). The Other is not only feared but also desired. Their difference 
becomes the center of the fetish. For example, differences in skin color, eye shape or hair color 
can become points of obsession for those who ‘know’ the Other, because they are the most 
obvious (and simplest) markers of difference. By contrasting themselves with the Other, people 
strengthen their own identity. 
2. Asians in the State The History of Asians in the USA
A review of the history of Asian immigration into the United States will provide 
a necessary background for this study because, as Wiegman (1998) points out, the present 
stereotyped imagery utilized in Hollywood is a reflection of the history of the United States: 
Many of the stereotypes of non-white men that film critics have analysed-the 
Mexican greaser, the Native savage, the African American beast-can be found in 
the silent era, which coincided historically with widespread political conversation 
about immigration, racial equality and the meaning of being American. These 
stereotypes most often functioned to shape popular memory about slavery, the 
Civil War, and Anglo- American acquisition of both Native and Mexican land. 
(Wingman, 1998:161)
During the late 1840s, Chinese males began to immigrate to the United States to 
labour as gold miners on the West Coast, and later found work in railroad construction (Sun, et 
al, 2009: 519). Sun et al have also illustrated the hardship which Chinese labourers experienced 
at that time: “U.S. Immigration law treated those workers as temporary, disposable, and 
exploitable labour, and subsequently prohibited the entry of their families and unmarried Asian 
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Americans […] White labourers blamed the Chinese for driving down wages and robbing their 
jobs, resulting in anti-Chinese sentiment and the organization of a nativist movement.”(Sun, 
et al, 2009: 519) As a result of this resentment, Chinese males were excluded from employment 
in manual labour. A large number of them males became domestic servants in middle class 
families, cooks, or laundrymen, doing so-called ‘women’s work.’ This is one reason why 
portrayals of Chinese men are still un-masculine and not sexually attractive in the U.S. films.  
Finally, in the 1920s, Chinese people were excluded from immigration to America by 
law. The Chinese were the only ethnicity to have legislation passed specifically for them in the 
United States. 
2.1) The ‘Yellow Peril’ and Model Minority
There are two basic types of stereotype images of Asians in Western media, the so-
called ‘Yellow Peril’ and the Model Minority. The Yellow Peril is a negative, threatening 
image of Asians. The Model Minority, on the other hand, is hard-working, law-abiding, studious, 
and non-threatening and harmless. These stereotypes have a long history that is tied to the 
changing relationship between the West and Asia. Kawai (2005) describes the Yellow Peril as 
being: 
[…] most popular in its dogmatic form in the first half of the 20th century 
(Palumbo-Liu,1999). The model minority stereotype is believed to have been 
originally constructed in the 1960s. Both stereotypes were revived in the 1980s 
under the global and local contexts that the United States had trade conflicts 
with Asian countries, Japan in particular. (Kawai, 2005: 111) 
Kawai postulates that these fears helped to create clever but sneaky Asian characters 
such as Fu Manchu (as opposed to the helpful and harmless Charlie Chan) in Western media. 
For Kawai: 
Asian Americans as the model minority and the yellow peril relate to the 
ambivalence of stereotypes, which means that stereotypes are ambivalent 
because they entail contradictory meanings simultaneously (Bhabha, 1983/1996; 
Cloud, 1992). When Asian Americans are stereotypically represented in media 
texts, their portrayals are ambivalent. If they are depicted mainly either as the 
model minority or the yellow peril, their representation entails the conflation of 
the two stereotypes (Kawai, 2005: 110).  
Okihiko (1994) discusses the Yellow Peril phenomenon and its stereotyped imagery 
as the consequence of Japanese imperialist ambition during WWII, especially the Pearl Harbor 
bombing. Kawai notes that there were several possible reasons for this type of fear after WWII. 
Japan became the first non-Western host of the Olympic Games in 1964 (Okihiko,1994: 114-115). 
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Japan was  the World’s second largest economy in the world.  These developments in Asian 
countries made Americans fear that they might be losing their privileged white status and it 
reinforced the negative stereotype image for Asians. 
While Africans had been forced to come to work as slaves in the United States, Asian 
Americans came to the United States of their own free will. There is no history of domination 
through overt slavery for Asians as there is for Africans in the United States.“Overlapped 
with the image of East Asia’s large population size and the emergence of an Asian imperial 
power,  the presence of ‘Oriental’ faces in the United States evoked among the White 
nation an alarm that the yellow race might overtake the white nation by outnumbering and 
outpowering the white race.” (Kawai, 2005: 112) 
Crazy Rich Asians  (2018) also shows the new stereotype of Orientals - Chinese, ‘Chinese 
should be extremely rich’. Since China opened its doors to the world in the 1980s, the country 
has gradually achieved significant power, both politically and economically, as the world’s 
second largest economy even though today’s trade war with the US has had a negative 
impact on China’s economic growth. It is safe to say that Crazy Rich Asians  can be regarded 
as a stereotype image of Chinese Orientals in Western countries. 
As I have discussed, through an examination of the history of Asian representation 
and participation in Hollywood, this study provides a clear understanding of the realities faced 
by Asians, whether as participants in or observers of Hollywood films, both in the past as well 
as the present. 
2.2) ‘Asians’ in Hollywood Films
From the silent film era to the present, many Asians have appeared in Hollywood 
films, both as characters and actors. Many of them have been stereotypically negative, such 
as the strong‘Chinese Dragon Lady,’ the intelligent but unthreatening Charlie Chan (played 
by Swedish-American actor Warner Oland), the sneaky Japanese spy and the brutal Japanese 
soldier of  WWII, the quiet and clumsy new immigrant, and the seductive Geisha who is shy 
in public but at the same time unfailingly sexually available to Western men in private. From 
Madame Butterfly  (1932) to Rob Marshall’s Memoirs of a Geisha  (2005), Japanese Geisha have 
been widely represented in Hollywood films. 
The depiction of Asians reflects the long, complicated, and often unsavoury shared 
history of Asia and the West. These depictions show how the West characterized Asia and 
Asians. The depictions also illustrate the range of political tensions between them at the 
different times. 
Early Hollywood depictions of Chinese characters include those of Fu Manchu and 
Charlie Chan, two significant icons that served as prototypes for the ways in which Hollywood 
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created and portrayed Chinese males. These characters reflected both the anxiety about the 
so-called Yellow Peril prevalent in America at that time (Fu Manchu) and the Model Minority 
whose difference is tempered by their willful attempts at assimilation into both America and 
the American ‘way of life’ (Charlie Chan).     
Charlie Chan, a Honolulu-based private detective, first appeared in film in 1926. The 
initial films, in which Chan was portrayed by Asian actors, were not successful. It was only 
when Chan’s character began to be played by Warner Oland that the character and films 
gained popularity.  The character of Fu Manchu first came to the screen in a 1923 silent film, 
The Mystery of Dr. Fu-Manchu , played by the British actor Harry Agar Lyons. Throughout 
the history of Fu Manchu, unlike Charlie Chan, Fu Manchu was never played by an Asian 
actor. As a recent example, Nicholas Cage played a Fu Manchu role in Grindhouse  in 2007. 
Both Chan and Fu Manchu are portrayed as being highly intelligent as well as asexual figures. 
According to Choi; 
While Asian women are perceived as the “feminine ideal” to white men, Asian 
men present a threat to white women, and these men’s  sexual desire must 
be reined in. The anxiety over Asian men’ s sexual aggression is reflected in 
the portrayal of Fu Manchu- who has the ability to hypnotize hapless victims, 
white women in particular- while the need to discipline or simply to castrate and 
emasculate Asian men is exemplified in the creation of numerous passive and 
asexual Asian characters, ranging from Charlie Chan to the more recent nerdy 
Asian engineers. (Choi, 2005: 209) 
According to Lo (2005:81), “Under the orientalising perception, China is recognized in 
the West as feminine and passive.”  In another paradox, these asexual, un-masculine characters 
were often depicted as cold and sadistic antagonists. It is safe to say that this stereotyped 
image, especially that of Fu Manchu, is linked to the negative images (and fear) of Chinatown, 
opium addiction, and prostitution, specifically the ‘white slavery’ scare of the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. The stories told in some of the early films make, in retrospect, very clear 
ideological statements. In Old San Francisco (1927), the leader of the criminal organization in 
Chinatown, played by Warner Oland, is Chinese, but is attempting to 
‘pass’ as white. He attempts to rape a white woman but fails. Consequently, he kidnaps 
her and brings her to an underground brothel. She prays the evil characters will be killed. 
The film’s self-evident implication is that Western Christianity is right, good, and true, while 
‘Oriental’ culture and its people should be regarded as evil. 
Asian roles and characters were often played not by Asians themselves but by white 
actors in films such as Broken Blooms  (1919), Old San Francisco  (1927), Shanghai Express  (1932), 
The Bitter Tea of General Yen  (1933), The General Died at Dawn (1936), and Shanghai Gesture  
(1941). One of the most remarkable examples is John Wayne’s portrayal of Genghis Khan in 
The Conqueror  (1956). Perhaps the most controversial is Mickey Rooney’s buck-toothed, squint-
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eyed portrayal of Mr Yunioshi in Breakfast at Tiffany’s (1961); Rooney remained unrepentant 
about his portrayal until his death. Other notable Western actors who have portrayed Asians 
include Edward G. Robinson (The Hatchet Man , 1932), Alec Guiness (A Majority of One , 1961), 
Shirley MacLaine (My Geisha , 1962), Marlon Brando (The Teahouse of the August Moon ,1962), 
John Gielgud (Lost Horizons , 1973), Peter Ustinov (One of Our Dinosaurs Is Missing , 1975) and 
Max von Sydow (Flash Gordon , 1980). The white actors portraying Asians in these films often 
used exaggerated makeup to look more stereotypicaly ‘Asian.’  
Ethnic replacement is still found in recent Hollywood films. Asian characters, both 
fictitious and true-life, have been replaced by Western actors. Hollywood’s 2009 remake of the 
Japanese film Hachiko  starred Richard Gere as an American who adopts a dog imported from 
Japan. It is impossible to know if this was a concession to the original Japanese story or an 
attempt at authenticity on the part of the filmmakers. In some instances, such as Dragonball: 
Evolution  (2009), the protagonist is replaced by a white actor. There are also examples of 
Asian actors playing a character from different countries within East Asia. For example, 
Chow Yun Fat, a Chinese actor, portrayed a Tibetan in Bulletproof Monk  (2003). Chinese 
actresses Gong Li, Zhang Ziyi, and Malaysian Chinese Michelle Yeoh, played Japanese women 
in Memoirs of a Geisha  (2005), even though the story and setting remained in Japan. This kind 
of misrepresentation is self-reinforcing. The market value of Chinese actresses is important 
to sell the film in the most populous country, China.  In Crazy Rich Asians  (2018), the ultra 
rich Singapore Chinese are played by a Malaysian actor and actress. Although this was one 
of the most profitable films in 2018, it has been criticized for casting people of  non - Chinese 
descent as the Chinese diaspora family in Singapore.  Again, still today, the tendency of ethnic 
replacement is an ongoing problem in the Hollywood film industry. 
Another interesting point about the Western media’s stereotyped portrayal of Asian 
women is the way Westerners exploit difference and the effect it has on the audience as well as 
the people being (mis-) represented. Wiegman (1998) has pointed out the reason why ethnicity 
is important; it is needed to distinguish clearly between Western and non-Western. “Where 
ethnicity provides the means for differentiations based on culture, language, and national 
origins, race renders the reduction of human differences to innate, biological phenomena, 
phenomena that circulate culturally as the visible ledger for defining and justifying economic 
and political hierarchies between white and non-white groups.”(Wingman,1998:160) 
In visual media like films, greater difference has greater value in demonstrating the 
Otherness. Western media often use Asian actresses who are visibly ‘Asian’ ; their features 
are very different from Western actresses. Their ‘Asian’-ness is important. Lucy Liu, for 
example, has been cast in Hollywood blockbusters because her facial features are visibly Asian. 
Even when they were allowed to play their own ethnicity, Asian actors historically 
had little choice in terms of the roles they were offered and in the ways their characters were 
portrayed in Hollywood. Anna May Fong, the actress in Shanghai Express  (1932) and other 
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films, struggled with having to play the stereotyped role of a cheap, sneaky Chinese doll or 
dragon lady. However, these were the only roles available for Asian actresses then because this 
was how Hollywood wanted to portray Asians.  
Unfortunately, many of these restrictions on roles, characterizations and portrayals are 
still in effect. Most Asian actors or actresses have little choices about what kind of roles they 
play in Hollywood films. Asian actors today continue to have to create what are essentially self 
Orientalising images in the international sphere, as several Japanese and Chinese actresses do 
in Hollywood films. Lo (2005) discusses the dilemma of Chinese (Hong Kong) stars in Hollywood 
face in this way: 
Hong Kong actors and actresses in Hollywood productions have to 
provthemselves to be more Chinese than the mainland Chinese they portray 
[...]  the on-screen images of Hong Kong actors in Hollywood productions are 
reminiscent of the superficial and stock images of Chinatown-based ethnic 
portrayals.(Lo, 2005.134)  
This is also true of Japanese actors and actresses in Hollywood blockbusters. Several 
Japanese actors have played the roles of samurai, Japanese soldiers during WWII, or Japanese 
‘salary men.’
2.3) Self-Orientalization
One of the most unfortunate consequences of Orientalist representation in Western 
media is when Asian media indulges in self-Orientalising. Stereotypical imagery is also created 
by Asians themselves in order to sell their media in the global marketplace. 
Internationally recognized Chinese director Zhang Yimou has used themes, settings, and 
characters that pander to Western Orientalist tastes. Berry & Farquhar (2006) reveal the ways 
that Chinese actress Gong Li can be seen as a self-Orientalizing figure in Zhang Yimou’s films 
as follows: 
Gong Li is not just a male sexual fantasy figure, but also a fantasy figure served 
up by a Chinese male director as an exotic delight to tempt the jaded palates 
of the Western male spectators. Zhang Yimou is accused of simply imitating 
Hollywood cinema’s representations of women, and almost of pimping Gong Li 
to the West .[…] Interpretation of the representation of Gong Li simply combines 
Mulvey with Said’s Orientalism. (Berry &Farquhar, 2006:127) 
The most internationally recognized Asian actor Jackie Chan is no exception to this 
issue. Even though he has established his fame by embodying some of the worst aspects of 
the stereotypical Chinese (Asian) male image in his Hollywood films by emphasizing asexual 
masculinity, he never becomes a sexual fantasy figure for Western women in film narratives. 
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It might be unfair to blame the Asian actors themselves because it is safe to say that they face 
a very difficult career choice in Hollywood: if they choose not to take on roles they feel are 
stereotypical or demeaning, they find very few opportunities to work. Asian actors are often 
forced to choose between self-Orientalising or not working at all in American media.  
2.4) Asian sexuality in modern Hollywood films
There are clearly differences between the depiction of Asian women and men. While 
people of many ethnicities are often portrayed as homogenous and interchangeable, it is 
important to note that, within ethnic stereotypes, gender stereotypes are also present. 
Stereotypes of Asians in Western media use and repeat many Orientalist ideas, especially in 
terms of gender. Asian males are depicted as being intelligent, witty, and reserved, which 
are positive traits. They are also, however, portrayed as non-masculine (compared to Western 
actors, especially in action films), passive, and not passionate, especially in romantic terms.  
The portrayal of Asian males as effeminate or asexual is in contrast to the overtly 
sexual depictions of Asian females. Sun et al have examined how Asian Americans’ sexual 
appeal has been evaluated:  
They found out that Asian American women were considered feminine and sexy 
while their male counterparts were considered nerdy and neither masculine nor 
sexy. Respondents’ perceptions of Asian American men and women were very 
consistent with the representations of Asian Americans in the media. (Sun et al, 
2009: 524) 
There are a number of reasons as well as consequences for these characterizations. 
According to Sun et al, “In contrast to the popular myth of the emasculated Asian American 
male, Asian American women are hypersexualized and always available to white men. This 
mythology of the different sexuality and performance of Asian American men and women has 
roots in colonial discourses and U.S. immigration policies.” (Sun et al, 2009: 517) 
The association of Asian females with sexuality has historic roots in Orientalism, 
but continues into the present, and is a common characterization in Hollywood films. From 
The World of Suzie Wong  (1960) to Memoirs of a Geisha  (2005), Asian female sexuality and 
availability is a common theme. But what is the reason for this fascination and portrayal? The 
fetishization of the Asian female as sex object is accomplished through repetitious portrayals 
that emphasize not only sexuality but difference. Disney’s Muran  (1998), for example, is rich in 
exoticism. 
Orientalism constructed the Orient as a place of availability, but devoid of strength or 
courage. Men were seen as effeminate and women as sexually available. This ‘feminization’ of 
the Orient made it possible for colonizers to argue that the Orient not only could be colonized, 
The Depiction of Asians in Hollywood Films（Arie）
- 123 -
but that Orientals actually wanted  to be colonized. Fanon (1959) uses this allegory in his 
book A Dying Colonialism to explain the colonial history of Algeria: “If we want to destroy 
the structure of Algerian society, its capacity for resistance, we must first of all conquer the 
women; we must go and find them behind the veil where they hide themselves and in the 
houses where the men keep them out of sight.”(Fanon, 1965) Today’s continuing presentation 
of Asian women as willing objects of sexual desire can be seen as an ideological means of 
structuring the West’s conception of Asia. The continual portrayal of Asian females’ sexual 
availability and the Western male’s sexual ‘conquest’ of them functions ideologically to 
reinforce the idea that Asia is weak and receptive and the West is a strong and conquering 
force. This colonial ideology persists on screen. Mainstream Hollywood films such as The Last 
Samurai  (2003) and The Mummy: Curse of the Dragon Emperor  (2008) portray a white man 
saving ‘good’ Asians, or Asia, or indeed the world, by overpowering ‘bad’ Asians. Narratives 
such as these reinforce the colonialist attitude that the Western men are the judges, jury and 
executioners of the world. They save the world.  
Asian males have always been depicted in the West as asexual or undesirable. That 
particular characterization is apparently reserved only for Asians. It is strange, therefore, that 
one of the iconic images of masculinity in cinema is an Asian, mostly Chinese, action star. 
Action star Bruce Lee revolutionized action cinema, and his presence can still be felt 
in every Hollywood film that utilizes martial arts or features the male body as a signifier of 
masculinity or heroism. The idealized muscularity of Western film heroes is often traced back 
to Arnold Schwarzenegger, but Bruce Lee’s sculpted physique predates Schwarzenegger’s rise 
to cinematic prominence by nearly a decade.  
Bruce Lee also made a very credible argument, both implicitly and explicitly, that 
Chinese people, and by extension Asians, were capable of being just as masculine as their 
Western counterparts. He may thus have been able to effect some change on stereotypical 
portrayals of Asians in Hollywood films. At the same time, his legacy affected how the U.S. 
imagined that Chinese males should be. They have to show how strong they are. The legacy 
of Bruce Lee also has negative consequences for Asians and Asian Americans outside the 
entertainment industry in the West.  
Jackie Chan pioneered ‘kung fu comedy’-style films. Chan’s characters were self-
effacing, foolish, and essentially non-threatening. It is these qualities that may have made it 
easier for Jackie Chan to become a star in Hollywood; his most successful Western films are 
comedies in which he plays an asexual (at least for Western women), comical, unthreatening 
man who also happens to be a martial artist.  
Jackie Chan’s onscreen sexuality is always muted. This is understandable in light of 
the ways the asexual depiction of racial minorities functions, so as to be unthreatening to the 
white hero’s masculinity, confirming the white hero’s sexual dominance by virtue of its 
singularity and absence of competition. 
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Chinese male actors display their masculinity through martial artistry but are stripped 
of any other kind of sexual representation or expression. This is, of course, a cyclical argument; 
the audience cannot see Asians in differing roles because they are not cast in them, and 
Hollywood continues to cast them in a narrowly defined role because they say that is what the 
audience expects.  
While Chinese (and Japanese) males are depicted as asexual, in contrast, Chinese 
(and Japanese) female protagonists are sexualised and exoticized with Oriental 
tastes almost constantly, either as a part of the narrative (Memoirs of a Geisha .2005) or, 
apparently, simply because of their ethnicity.  
The social effects of the media, and its impact on behavior, have long been debated. It 
is neither the intent nor the ability of the present study to reach any kind of conclusion about 
whether or not media, and/or mediated depictions, have any quantifiable effect on human 
behavior. However, it certainly is possible to draw attention to how stereotypes can and do 
affect people. If mediated imagery of Asians performing martial arts leads to the common 
stereotype that all Asians know some form of them, it is reasonable to hypothesize that a 
century’s worth of mediated female hypersexuality and male asexuality also somehow factor 
into the ways in which non-Asians view Asians.  
3. Conclusion
From above discussion, it can be seen that the stereotyped images of Asians 
are constantly reinforced in Western media, and while there is much lip service given to 
multiculturalism and diversity in Hollywood as a nod to the global market, Hollywood film 
remains a strong and pervasive channel through which  an ideology of white supremacy and 
Orientalism is maintained in the present and renewed for new generations. Unfortunately, 
these ideological messages are even now being seen and heard via U.S. blockbusters. 
It can be difficult to entertain the essentially cynical perspective that nothing has 
changed, and that most likely nothing ever will change. Nonetheless the evidence to support 
that perspective, and the utter absence of any substantive move towards the contrary, makes 
it impossible to deny. Asian women will remain sexually available to Western men and Asian 
men will remain helpful, deferent, and unchallenging, especially in terms of sexuality, in 
depictions of them in Western media. Furthermore, while this ideological framework is being 
constantly reinforced, we are at the same time subject to endless claims of the ways in which 
Hollywood is becoming more globalized, inclusive, and diverse.  
Orientalism is an unchallenged philosophy. It still exists its prejudices and 
preconceptions. These prejudices are manifested through the representation of difference. 
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In visual media such as film, difference can be a powerful force, because it is often well-
suited to visual representation; when difference is visible it can be manipulated, amplified or 
otherwise made to be more noticeable. By creating otherness, films can create or maintain 
a sense of belonging for some members of the original, intended audience while at the same 
time reinforcing awareness of a separation or exclusion for others. Berry & Farquhar argue 
that the depiction of difference is a crucial component of identity construction and ideological 
reinforcement for the audience. “The display of ethnically marked signifiers such as those of 
‘language, food, clothing, and custom’ is not only the establishment of a sense of ‘us’ but also 
a sense of 
‘them.’ This drawing of a line between an ethnic ‘us’ and ‘them’ can be harnessed to the 
projection of the nation-state.” (Berry and Farquhar, 2006:172)  
Beneath the obvious visual difference is a complex web of political, social and cultural 
considerations that give rise to many important questions: Why is difference appealing? Who 
is the Other different from? What does the presentation of difference mean for the normative 
(Western) audience and the ‘different’ Other? As we have seen, these questions bring to 
light many significant factors involving history, politics, and culture. So long as difference 
can be (and is) commodified, it will be considered a useful means of providing something 
interesting or attractive to a film’s intended audience. More importantly, so long as difference 
is commodified and given value, it will continue to be used. In short, the representation of 
difference has significant benefits for some and even more significant costs to Others.  
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